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situations and the circumstances within which educators in the
United States work and within which their students learn. But
the concept of a “limit-situation” can be applied across cultural
contexts, and it can help us understand—and potentially change—
what we do. More important, it reveals that what Freire was
doing and what we do are essentially the same thing: fostering a
certain kind of subjectivity and encouraging a certain kind of
being-in-the-world. What we have to decide is what that subjec-
tivity and being-in-the-world should be.
It is obvious from the foregoing that I advocate an under-
standing of English education as a broad, progressive social
project, one that ultimately contributes to the creation of just
and sustainable communities. 1 have suggested above that En-
glish education is uniquely positioned to define itself in such terms,
and L have elsewhere begun to articulate what this understanding
of the field might mean in terms of the work of English educators
(Yagelski, “Stasis”). 1 want to propose that English studies should
do the same: it should pursue a Utopian vision in which the con-
tent of the discipline is subordinate to that larger social project
of contributing to the formation of such communities. The task
of English studics, then, is to inquire into the nature of that project
and define its scholarship and related activities accordingly. This
1s an inherently social project that cannot be conceived in terms
of individual betterment and the “progress” of society, which is
at heart a justification for education based on a modernist view
of the world. Rather, the Utopian project I advocate is one that
challenges the Cartesian self and explores the possibilities for
fostering a different sense of self as inextricably of the world.
Laccept the label of idealist in making such a proposal. But I
see no viable alternative. There seems to be little question that
We are witnessing in the early years of the twenty-first century
the evolution of a new kind of global culture, emerging as a re-
sult of what we have come to call “globalization,” which David
Harvey has defined as “a process of uneven temporal and geo-
graphical production” (60) that “implies widespread . . ] accep-
tance of certain bourgeois notions of law, of rights, of freedoms,
and even of moral claims about goodness and virtue” (85) aris-
ing from modernist ideals. English studies as an academic disci-
pline has the opportunity to confront that process and to
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participate directly in the reshaping of A_mer.ican society in .tlu-
context of the emerging global culture. If it rejects that oppor t;;-
nity, it will remain little more than a minor (and p(?rhgps unv(;u‘ -
ing or even unwitting) part of the process of globalization and an
integral, if lesser, component of the new §tatu? quo. .

I would argue that the “limit-situations’ fa.cmg American
students today arc much more complex, challenging, and potfn-
tially dire than even those facing Freire’s peasant 'st'udent.s, 7;3—
cause the extent to which American students participate in the
maintenance of their own limit-situations is lar.gely driven by a
global, technologically sophisticated, and pervasive culture Whose
power makes Orwell’s Big Brother seem almost amateurish b’y
comparison. I do not apologize for hyperbole here becguse I don’t
think such an assertion is hyperbolic. The reach ;m‘d 1.11flue11ce (?f
Western consumer culture and its associated capitalistic economic
practices and structures are dramatically illustr;ted by the no
longer startling sight of a New York Yankees Tjshlrt ona young};
ster in the remote Himalayan region of India cglleq Ladak
(Norberg-Hodge) or by the privatization by. multmanoqal CO’T
porations of traditionally communal wel.ls in rural Indian \1111.-
lages a few hundred miles to the south (Shiva). The power of t is
consumer culture lies in its capacity to construct a realle that is
taken to be as “natural” by Americans as the lando.wr’lmg prac-
tices and policies in Brazil were taken to be by Erelres peasant
students in the 1960s. How else might one explain the fact that
freedom of choice is extolled in the almost obscene number of
models of cars and SUVs available to American buyers, while the
fuel efficiency of automobiles on American roads has actuglly
decreased in recent years even as warnings about dlsappearlng
fossil fuels proliferate and a scientific consensus abput global cli-
mate change emerges?'" How else might one explain the fact that
standard practices of American banks can make apprf)vgl of a
mortgage for the construction of a solar-heated hgme dlffleu{t or
impossible even as the environmental and economic costs (: con-

ventional methods of heating homes (such as oil) mount: How
else does one explain the expanding U'Sﬁ prison popula_Uon and
the eagerness of many small communities to build prisons f[(l)r
their “economic benefit”?!* There is nothing natural about the
attitudes and desires that inform such practices or about the in-
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stitutional structures that maintain them. And the fact that they
seem so natural to so many people is testimony to the power of
mainstream culture to shape reality (without the need for clerks
like Orwell’s Winston Smith to rewrite history books). Schools—
and institutionalized education generally—help create and main-
tain that culture; they have the capacity to change it as well.

English as a discipline is ultimately about language, which is

the vehicle by which we understand ourselves and act in the world.
As professionals in English, we share a history in which we have
both embraced and rejected the power that attaches to the work
we do. We have argued for course requirements on the basis of
the notion that language and literacy can empower individual
lives and combat social problems. At the same time, we ignore
that same power as it reinforces a status quo that many of us
believe is in desperate need of change, a status quo that gives rise
to many of those same social problems. I don’t think we can have
it both ways. We should not ignore the power we do possess—
either to maintain a status quo or to imagine and realize a differ-
ent future. If we acknowledge that power, we can then begin to
explore its possibilities for reshaping the reality we have helped
to create. But to do so requires that we can imagine alternatives.
As Harvey has written, “Without a vision of Utopia there is no
way to define that port to which we might want to sail” (189). A
central part of the task of redefining English studies is to begin to
articulate that vision.

I must admit to some ambivalence about the Utopian call I
am making because I have long felt that those of us in English
studies (whatever our specific scholarly focus) spend far too much
time engaged in the very kind of analysis and argumentation in
which Iam now engaged. We produce a great deal of scholarship
focused on defining our field; we argue about whether we are a
discipline or something else. Meanwhile, the powerful institu-
tions we work within remain fundamentally unchanged. My cyni-
cal side attributes this to understandable self-interest: scholarship
focused on defining our discipline “counts” within the small com-
munity of academics in English studies, and indeed it can make a
career. I don’t fault scholars for producing it, since they (like me
at the moment) are doing what they are in effect required to do
to keep their jobs. And understanding who we are is an impor-
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enormous waste of talent and energy, especially given the great
challenges facing us today. If English studies is to be an).'thin;;
more than an academic discipline, if it 1s to participate in the
remaking of society, if it is to embrace a Utopian project, how-
ever that project might be defined, we in the field should spend
less time talking about ourselves and focus more energy on talk-
ing to everyone else. If we do so, we may find that we sharc a
hope for a different future with others, and that we can bring our
substantial expertise in language and literacy to bear on a collec-
tive effort to realize such a future.

Notes

1. It is worth noting here that the very conception a‘nd_stfucture of this
book implicitly define English education as a subdlsuplme of qullsh
studies; however, many English educators would resist this dcfmmop.
In May, 2005, leaders in the field of English education convened_ n
Atlanta for a Leadership Summit, whose theme was “Reconstructing
English Education for the Twenty-first Century.’? Sponsored by. the
Conference on English Education, the summit was mtended to begin to
identify a direction for the future of the field. (For a.descrlptlon of the
summit, see http://www.ncte.org/groups/cee/featgredm_fo/122_8441.htm.)
Summit participants addressed several key questions, mcludl.ng What
is English education?” The participants’ answer to thqt question, which
is available at http://www.ncte.org/groups/cee/posnhtloins_ﬂ2289§.ht.m,
challenges the view of English education as a subdlsc}pllne Qf hngllsh
studies. Instead, English education is understood as a field of 1nterd1§c1-
plinary inquiry intimately related to but separate frqm English studies;
the summit statement asserts that in their work, which focuses on the
teaching and learning of English, the preparation of English teache.rs,
and the study of teaching and learning, “English edu_cators con_duct in-
terdisciplinary inquiry by drawing on English §tudles, edugauon, the
scientific study of human behavior, and related fields.” In this formpla—
tion, English studies is understood to be a part of Engllsh education,
rather than the other way around. Whichever formulation scholars es-
pouse, it is clear that the two fields overlap significantly.

2. According to the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, about

L1 percent of these students attend private or parochial schools; the rest
attend public schools.
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3. In making this assertion, I am relying on the analyses of schooling
and culture by such scholars as Bourdieu and Passeron, Basil Bernstein
and Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis; L am also drawing on empiricul’
studies such as that of Jean Anyon. See Chapter 2 in Patrick Finn’s
Literacy with an Attitude for a brief overview of this literature. ‘

4: This' “shaping™ is neither deterministic nor monolithic; rather, it is
dialectical, as points?d out by many theorists (e.g., Paul Smith) and as
arguc.d by Paulo Freire, whose ideas T will discuss later in this essay. The
question of agency is paramount here, but it is too complex to explain
in detail. Suffice it to sav that schooling does not determine the kind of
subject students become, but its role in shaping that subject is extremely
powerful, as Giroux, Bourdieu and Passeron, and others have shown.

5. _The questions of the nature of the self as knower and of the nature of
being are, of course, as old as philosophy itself and have been examined
exhaustively by such influential twentieth-century theorists as Jacques
Derridn, Edmund Husserl, and Maurice Merlcau-Ponty. | have elsewhere
explallned my 1dea that the Western sense of self gives rise to a way of
knowing and being that ultimately contributes to social and environ-
mgr}t:&l degradation (see Yagelski, “Computers 7). One of the best-known
critiques of the positivist foundation of formal schooling is the first
chapter of Giroux’s Ideology, Culture, and the Process of Scbooliné
For a related critique, see Chapters 1 and 2 of C. A. Bowers’s Ea’ucatiné
for an Ecologically Sustainable Culture as well as Chapters 2 and 3 of
Bowers's The Culture of Denial. For an alternative to the Western philo-
sophical view of the self, see David Loy.

6. ItAshould also be noted that Dewey’s theories were in many ways
consistent wirh the rise of science and the modernist ideal of social
progress. In this regard, despite his progressive notions about experien-
tial ]earping, which challenged the passivity of learners encouraged by
convennonal pedagogies, his theories could also reinforce the funda-
mental Cartesian dualisms I mentioned earlier

7. In.ZO(.)(), Appl.ebee sumimed up trends in writing instruction since the
publication of his large-scale study in 1981:

Although no more-recent comprehensive survey is available, the
responses to background items that have been included as pa’rt of
the periodic writing assessments given by the National Assessment
of F‘duca.tional Progress (NAEP) suggest that there have been some
changes n recent years. In particular, the NAEP results at grades 4

8, and 12 indicate that teachers are spending more time on writing’
instruction than they have in the past, with perhaps somewhat more
attention to a wider variety of genres. On the 1992 assessment
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(Applebec et al., 1994), for example, twelfth grade students reported
some regular (at least monthly) attention to persuasive writing,
analysis or interpretation, report or summary writing, and story or
narrative writing. Grade 4 students were asked fewer questions in
the assessment, but reported regular journal writing and story or
report writing. (“Alternative” par, 5)

Applebee goes on to say that by 1992, about half of teachers reported
using process-oriented approaches to writing instruction, which repre-
sents an increase from what he found in his 1981 study. Although these
figures do represent some changes in the way writing is taught, the most
fundamental beliefs about writing and practices related to writing in-
struction remain in place in schools, including the focus on form and
the importance of learning the conventions of “standard” English.

8. It is some indication of the power of institutionalized education to
resist reform and serve this normative function that some of the most
influential scholars in English education have consistently advocated
various progressive reforms in liccracy education over the vears with
seemingly little significant impact on the actual practice of teaching
English in K-12 schools. John Mayher’s Uncommon Sense, an influen-
tial work published in 1990, articulates a vision for English that builds
on the perspectives of many important scholars in the field in the past
four decades, including James Britton, James Squire, Janet Emig, and
John Dixon; despite differences among these scholars, all shared a gen-
eral sense of a need for change in the way English is taught in schools
and a belief that English instruction should be tied to a broader social
purpose. That progressive vision continues to be promoted in more re-
cent scholarship, including work by such figures as Cathy Fleischer and
Todd DeStigter. However, the teaching of English in schools has remained
largely unaffected by this tradition as well as by more conservative re-
form efforts such as E. D. Hirsch, Jr.’s “Core Knowledge” movement.

9. I am quoting from the revised thirtieth anniversary edition of Peda-
gogy of the Oppressed, which eliminates the sexist language in the origi-
nal text (or, more accurately, the language of the original translation).
In subsequent writing, Freire has acknowledged this sexism and repudi-
ated it (see Pedagogy of Hope 65-68).

10. Freire’s epistemology is consistent in many respects with other more
recent alternative theories of knowing. See, for example, Barbara
Couture’s Toward a Phenomenological Rbetoric and Loy's Nondualiry.
It is also consistent with recent calls for education reform that include
challenges to the epistemological foundations of modern education: see
especially Bowers's Educating for an Ecologically Sustainable Culture
and Culture of Denial and Orr’s Ecological Literacy.
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11. My evidence for this claim comes from three main sources: (1) the
major journals in the field, whose contents tend to reflect the field’s
concerns and preoccupations; (2) published testimonials and critiques
of the profession by English scholars; and (3) my own experiences as a
teacher in four universities along with the experiences of colleagues at
other institutions. One need make only a cursory review of the field’s
major journals over the past decade or two to conclude that while the
questions that preoccupy scholars in English studies may have changed,
the nature of scholarship in the field has not. In other words, scholars in
the ficld continue primarily to publish analyses of texts and arguments
about how to interpret texts, and they disseminate those analyses and
arguments more or less as they have always done. Thus, a New Critical
analysis of, sav, a Wordsworth poem has the same fundamental status
as knowledge as a feminist critique of contemporary poetry or a cul-
tural analysis of hip-hop: all are concerned with interpreting texts that
have been deemed worth interpreting. As Michael Bérubé has put it,
“English has become an intellectual locus where people can study the
text of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight from a Christian perspective,
the text of the O. J. trial from a Foucauldian perspective, and the text of
the Treaty of Versailles from a Marxist perspective” (qtd. in Delbanco).
The point is that the focus of the field remains on the interpretation of
sanctioned texts. Many scholars have examined the discipline, includ-
ing James Sosnoski, Gerald Graff, and Robert Scholes, while others,
such as James Phelan, have shared their own experiences of the field.
None of these examinations suggests that English as an academic disci-
pline has had anything like a transformative mission within the modern
university. As Sosnoski puts it in describing what he calls the “compul-
sion to be orthodox™ in literary studies, “orthodoxy is built into the
university system as a self-regulating mechanism™ (95), of which the
academic field of English is a part. My own experience and those that
colleagues have shared with me reinforce the sense that despite some
obvious changes in the postsecondary English curriculum in the past
two decades (mostly reflecting the rise of “theory”), English as an aca-
demic subject remains a decidedly conventional enterprise that is not
overtly concerned with redefining either the institution of higher educa-
tion or the larger society.

12. For example, see Lowell C. Rose and Alec Gallup, “The Thirty-fifth
Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the Public’s Attitudes toward
the Public Schools.” Rose and Gallup report that 48 percent of Ameri-
cans polled assigned the public schools a grade of A or B; only 21 per-
cent give the schools a D or F. The same poll showed that 68 percent of
pareats give an A or B to the school attended by their oldest child.
Seventy-three percent of those polled believe that any education reform
should happen through existing public schools; only 25 percent believed
that alternatives to public schooling should be found.
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13. [ would argue that the ideological power of the msmm'~(|)"||\.‘|.'\;/'|l\::;;
quo of schooling is the primary reason that reform [n(?VEIPeanT,II :,,. hole
Language and the writing process movement have eit ;r a(;.((‘ e
commonly, have been co-opted by sch()olg. For a fl‘l‘rt ef iscus on o
the ways - which the revolutionary potential of the “process” appro:

- . see Yapgelski, “‘Rad
to writing instruction has been co-opted by schools, see Yagelski, “*R

cal.’”

14. The standard for measuring the ftl?l efficienc‘y of automo.bllfl:;;gsstll];
Corporate Average Fuel Efficie_ncy (CAFE), which wz}s setllm eﬁ ‘er
27.5 miles per gallon (mpg). Since 1996, the CAFE for 8 7pass éee
cars and light trucks on American roads has been 'about 2 g Rlpg. 5

«Automotive Fuel Economy Program Twenty-third Annua/‘ ep/or bo_
Congress Calendar Year 20007 at http://www.nhtsn.dor'.gov cars. plr,)(.)l .
lems/studies/fuelecon/index.html.) However, the best-selling ;3|utlonf1ftv)‘.1)et
in the last few years have been SUVs, wblch are much less fulel —fe iucfg
than passenger cars and which have sl'lghtl}' reduced ov_eja ue 2%05
ciency. The sustained increases in oll prices since the hur‘rlg‘a.neil?n 00>
will likely slow the demand for gas—gu;zhn_g SUVs, but it lfbf't-e? )m.g !
in the recent debates about energy policy, mcrea.sed fuel ¢ 1dumgfy an

alternative fuels are often extolled while developing new modes n;ass
transit or restructuring towns are rarely offered as serious proposals.

15. See King, Mauer, and Huling.
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